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Commentary: Standardized coding of
occupational data in epidemiological studies

Manolis Kogevinas

The evaluation of occupational exposures in epidemiological
studies is complex because of the multiple potential exposures
in the workplace, the varying determinants of exposure between
people, the many jobs people hold in a lifetime, and the different
reasons for taking or leaving a job. Mannetje and Kromhout!
show that beyond these well-recognized difficulties there are
several more basic issues that are not adequately dealt with in
epidemiological studies, particularly the occupational classifications
used, and the coding of this information. Their recommendations
on the use of standard classifications (e.g. International Labour
Organization [ILO]/International Standard Classification of
Occupations [ISCO]), the improvement of coding, and the use of
additional databanks, will help provide more reliable and com-
parable results in epidemiological studies regarding occupation.
Pooling of studies evaluating occupational exposures typically
requires extensive and very time-consuming re-coding of in-
formation on occupation and industry that are partially or even
totally incompatible.> Furthermore, those of us involved in
multicentre studies know that this is a particularly serious prob-
lem in those studies, since recording of information and coding
varies between centres. Similar concerns in a wider context led
to initiatives for the development of core questionnaires to be
used in epidemiological studies.?

In earlier years, a basic classification by industry or major
occupations sufficed to identify occupational risks.%° Despite
the serious limitations of exposure assessment methods that use
only information on occupation and industry, these methods
have helped identify specific risks and should continue being
used. Surprisingly, in several situations they may even be the
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best proxy we have for the evaluation of combined and com-
plex exposures. More powerful methods have been developed
both for industry-based and population-based studies, including
methods for the collection of more detailed information initially,
and also elaborate ways for the evaluation of this information.
Collection of occupational information can be done, for example,
through computer-assisted interviews, repeated interviews
with selected subjects, and use of modular questionnaires.®”’
Evaluation of the data includes assessment by experts,7'8 and
the use of job exposure matrices based on extensive population-
based measurements.® The identification of exposures still
remains a complex issue, but in studies focusing on occupation
the available methods have dramatically improved exposure
assessment.

One of the main problems many of us encounter refers to
the methods applied in studies that are not principally focusing
on occupational exposures and in which the interview time
dedicated to the evaluation of these exposures is limited. In these
studies a balance has to be found between the need to restrict
the questionnaire time or other resources for the evaluation
of occupational exposures, and the need to get detailed and valid
answers. This balance can be achieved if adequate preparatory
work is done and priorities are set regarding the evaluation of
specific exposures.

Whatever the aims of each study, one main message to be kept
from the paper by Mannetje and Kromhout! is that information
on occupation and industry is, in most studies, one of the basic
variables to be collected, similar to smoking, education, or race.
In addition, analyses by occupation and industry remain a main
method for the identification of occupational risks. An effort
should therefore be made to classify them correctly and in a
generalizable way. The issues raised by Mannetje and Kromhout
are important and have a fairly easy remedy since they depend
mostly on researchers being better informed. Such improvements
in study methodology do not cost much and, more importantly,
they do not complicate the study design and the time requested
from study participants. The guidelines mentioned by Mannetje
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and Kromhout! are relevant to any type of general population
study and the lack of application of standard ways to collect
and code occupational information should be considered an
omission. The recommendations by Mannetje and Kromhout!
seem fairly basic, and it may appear that they do not even need
a scientific paper to support them. This is unfortunately not so,
because we have frequently closed our eyes to this problem.
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